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Improvisation and Trust: Mutually Reinforcing? 

 

Introduction- Defining trust and examining the relationships between trust and 

improvisation 

 This is an exploratory piece examining the little researched connections between 

trust and improvisation. Both trust and improvisation share the common element of risk. 

Research for this paper has revealed that the connections between trust and improvisation 

are multifaceted and complex; I will focus on these connections from two perspectives. 

First I will explore the ways that feelings of trust can help to lead to musical 

improvisation and whether or not trust is a prerequisite for improvisation.  Secondly I 

will explore how improvisation can be a tool to help foster trust and how sharing in the 

risk of improvisation may help to build trusting relationships. While research in the area 

is still limited, some interesting trends appear that show that trust and improvisation may 

be closely interconnected. Much of the literature that specifically addresses the 

relationship between trust and improvisation comes from the fields of organizational 

economics and improvisational theatre. For example, the journal Organization Science 

dedicated an entire issue to improvisation and how it can be incorporated into business 

strategies (1998 issue 5) and the issue of trust repeatedly arises throughout the 

discussions. Koppet’s book on using improvisational theatre techniques in broader 

settings beyond the theatre dedicates an entire chapter to trust. Some of these findings 

will be explored below. Other research examines processes of trust creation (eg: Kramer 



McGregor 2 

and Tyler; Rousseau et al) and the relationships between trust and music. For example, 

Brinner’s book about Javanese music discusses how trust affects performance. This paper 

will provide a brief overview of trust theories and use the related literature to discuss 

trust-improvisation relationships. Wider social implications of these relationships will 

also be considered. 

 Trust research is extensive and crosses a wide range of disciplines including 

philosophy (eg: Flores and Solomon) economics (eg: Arai), and organizational science 

(eg: Dirks and Ferrin). Drawing on the work of Dirks and Ferrin, and Rousseau, for the 

purposes of this paper trust will be defined as a willingness to be vulnerable in situations 

involving risk. In their cross-disciplinary review of trust, Rousseau et al. found risk a 

necessary precondition for trust to arise, arguing that trust would not be needed if actions 

could be undertaken with complete certainty and no risk (393). The study also found 

interdependence to be a necessary pre-condition for trust, a condition that is also present 

in many processes of improvisation through interaction between participants. 

Vulnerability is a necessary element of risk; if one is not vulnerable, there is no risk. Risk 

is also seen as a central element of improvisation (Nettl et al). For example, in musical 

improvisation, the demands of a particular genre or the skill level of a performer may 

impact the level of risk involved (Nettl et al, Grove).  In his book about improvisation in 

music therapy, Wigram argues that anyone who studies improvisation, regardless of their 

skill level, will feel vulnerable (27). The risks that can be involved with improvisations 

are many and could include but are certainly not limited to opening oneself to criticisms 

from the audience and other performers about the quality of music produced (Wigram 

27).   
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Trust helping to foster improvisation  

 Research has shown that trust can play an important role in the processes of 

improvisation. This can be demonstrated with the example of some Javanese gamelan 

music. While there is some disagreement over the extent to which gamelan musicians 

improvise (see Sutton), Sutton concludes that improvisation is practised in gamelan 

performance (86). In his study of gamelan, Brinner finds that mutual trust among 

musicians, especially trust in the competence of the band leader, can be necessary to 

overcome split-second hesitations that might ruin a performance (313). In her book about 

team improvisational theatre, Koppet argues that trust is essential, and that exhibiting 

trustworthy behaviour encourages team members to put themselves in vulnerable 

positions and take risks that ultimately lead to better performances (Koppet 14). Koppet 

goes on to say that this model of trust in improvisational theatre is applicable off stage in 

other social contexts such as group projects in business (17).  This suggests that while 

trust is not necessary for an improvised performance to take place, it may affect the 

quality of the outcome. There is not enough research and evidence to suggest that trust is 

necessary for improvisation to occur, but these examples suggest that it can play a very 

significant role in the process of improvisation.  

Improvisation as a tool to foster trust 

 Another way to examine the relationships between trust and improvisation is to 

pose the question of how improvisation may help to foster trust. Much research about 

trust creation discusses incentives-based trust in which mechanisms such as coercion and 

contracts are used to ensure trustworthy behaviour (eg: Dirks and Ferrin, Barney and 
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Hansen).  However, the focus here is on what Flores and Solomon call ‘authentic trust,’ 

which is developed through interaction when those involved have weighed the risks and 

still decide to trust. According to Kramer and Tyler, authentic trust is traditionally 

developed through familiarity, shared experience, reciprocal disclosure, and fulfilled 

promises (167). Though research is limited, these modes of developing trust could 

potentially be promoted through improvisation.  Koppet’s findings are relevant to 

improvisation helping to build trust; she argues that trust grows as theatre groups work 

together and share experiences, particularly risky ones (14). As noted above, Nettl’s 

description of improvisation includes risk as an intrinsic element in improvisation. 

Improvisation with others or for an audience can also be a way to get to know one 

another, and familiarity is recognized by Kramer and Tyler as a way of developing trust.  

 For the 2008 Guelph Jazz festival, Improvisation, Community and Social Practice 

(ICASP) in collaboration with KidsAbility held a workshop series for children with 

special needs from ages ten to sixteen entitled “Play Who You Are.” Over several days 

participants and workshop facilitators used improvised music to tell personal narratives, 

culminating in a performance at the Jazz Festival. One parent, who said their child had 

never volunteered to get up in front of a group before, watched as their child took on a 

leadership role as conductor during the performance. The pre-festival improvisation 

workshops may have helped this child to build the necessary confidence and trust in both 

him/herself and in other participants and to assume the risky role of leader. 

Implications 

 If trust and improvisation are connected then there are some interesting 

implications that can be explored. Trust-building exercises may encourage participants to 
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help overcome their fears about improvisation and its risks. If trusting relationships can 

be established this could open the door for more confident participation in 

improvisational activities. ICASP recognizes that improvisation can be used as a process 

to bring people together and create social change. For example, workshops have been 

organized to bring improvisation into schools to help develop confidence and build self-

esteem in students. If more enjoyable improvisation is created when relationships of trust 

have been established, perhaps some trust-building exercises to start off these workshops 

would be valuable. Acknowledging the risks and vulnerabilities of others and working to 

overcome them may be an important step in developing improvisational groups and/or 

performances.  

At the same time, improvisation itself could be used as a tool to help build 

trusting relationships. Business and organizational sciences literature is already 

examining how improvisational performance can be used as a successful business model. 

These studies recognize that the trusting relationships developed by sharing risks and 

improvising together (for example, in a jazz ensemble) are important tools and strategies 

for business professionals (Peplowski 561).  Projects like the KidAbility workshop series 

also suggest that improvisation can be used to help participants and audience members 

build trust in themselves, and one another.  

It appears that trust and improvisation are connected, and while the 

interrelationships are not simple or straightforward, improvisation and trust seem to be 

mutually constitutive.  Promoting trust may help to create improvisation, and 

improvisation may be an effective tool in building trust. I hope that this paper helps to 

promote a discussion about how improvisation and trust can foster one another. 
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